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Modern brands have forgotten that good ad slogans work (rest and play) 


Of all the initial public offerings this year, few have been as successful as Oatly, which listed on the Nasdaq 
a couple of weeks ago. After the first day of trading, its shares were valued at just below $10 billion. By the 
end of this week, its valuation is likely to have gone above $15 billion. 


If you have not heard of Oatly, you are either above the age of 35 or a Greta Thunberg-hating eco-terrorist 
determined to destroy the planet with your penchant for steak and delicious clotted cream. Or possibly both. 


Oatly is a Swedish company that manufactures oat milk. This makes the brand popular with many vegans 
and, it claims in its IPO prospectus, consumers who are "highly engaged and care deeply about a broad 
range of issues from health to sustainability, animal welfare and plant-based product attributes". Oprah 
Winfrey was an early backer. 


The fact that oat milk is just some oats mixed with water and whizzed up into a liquid runny porridge, if you 
will seems to be neither here nor there. It has proved remarkably successful, being stocked in 32,200 coffee 
shops around the world and churning out an annual revenue of $421 million last year, more than double the 
2019 turnover. 


Its eye-popping valuation, of course, is not based on the liquid it sells in cartons. What has really got 
investors excited is the brand. "We have torn down the conventional corporate approach to brand-building 
and have developed a voice that is human, compelling and honest," it says in that IPO prospectus, which 
manages to channel both the Duchess of Sussex and Siobhan Sharpe from W1A. "We strive to not only be a 
product, but also a presence in our consumers' lives by offering authenticity." 


It makes you want to scream. But at least it has been written by an Oatly executive, not some Tristan in 
Soho. All its branding and advertising is done in-house. In its IPO prospectus, Oatly's 50-strong marketing 
team is listed as a core asset. "If we were to lose any key individual on our creative team it may be difficult 
and time-consuming to replace such an employee,” it warns. 


In-house advertising used to be pretty rare. The received wisdom was that you needed the wit and wisdom 
of outside ad execs to write sparkling copy. Specsavers, which arguably has one of the clearest and most 
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memorable advertising taglines ("Should've gone to Specsavers"), was a rare exception, always creating its 
own adverts. 


In recent months, however, Lloyds Banking Group, Pepsi and the food division of Marks & Spencer have 
brought some or all of their marketing in-house, partly as a cost-saving exercise. But partly, as Richard 
Warren, Lloyds' head of marketing, claims: "No one can write in ad agencies any more." Ouch. 


Is sacking the ad agency and doing it yourself really the future, though? Oatly's brand is quite distinctive, it is 
true, but that is only because it takes the Ryanair approach to advertising: if one of its billboards gets 
banned, it believes it is doing something right. It picks fights, it prints mini-lectures on the side of its cartons, 
it has adverts that say: "This tastes like shit. Some people just don't like it." It's antiadvertising. During this 
year's Super Bowl, the showcase for America's finest adverts (with some football on the side), Oatly ran an 
advert that featured Toni Petersson, its chief executive, sitting at a piano keyboard in a field, singing. That's 
generous. It was more of a warble. The chorus ran: "Wow, wow, no cow, no, no, no." 


It was offbeat, it was eye-catching, but it was also purposefully bad. Of course, Oatly loved fuddy-duddies 
like me turning their noses up and already had T-shirts printed saying: "I totally hated that Oatly commercial." 


What most annoyed me was the lack of tune. Why can no one write a jingle any more? The very best jingles 
can stay with you not just for a day or a week, but a lifetime. 


Just before Covid, the History of Advertising Trust, a charity that chronicles the industry's history, brought out 
an app for care homes and dementia wards in hospitals. The app, called Ad Memoire, has a collection of the 
best adverts from the 1950s and 1960s, which can be played to either groups or individuals, as part of a 
reminiscence session. Some people suffering from Alzheimers can forget their own children's names, but 
play them an advert for Heinz beans or Mother's Pride and they can suddenly remember the tune or the 
slogan. It is a brilliant idea, helped by the fact that people in their seventies or eighties came of age at the 
same time as advertising agencies were writing copy for a captive audience with access to only one 
commercial television channel. 


The ubiquity of those early television adverts, however, is not the only reason that they have stayed with 
people. The most brilliant ones had an immediacy and simplicity that cannot be shaken off. "A Mars a day, 
helps you ..." You know the rest. 


However slick some of the Super Bowl adverts were, none was particularly memorable. And not a single one 
used a jingle. 


Instead, nearly all relied on old songs, Doritos using Queen's | Want to Break Free and Klarna using Nancy 
Sinatra's These Boots are Made for Walkin’, released in 1966. Which would be like a 1966 Kellogg's 
cornflake advert using a Vaughan Williams symphony from before the First World War. 


Whether the advertising industry's future is in-house or using external agencies is moot, but | sincerely doubt 
whether the present crop of ads will be used in care homes in another 50 years to unlock treasured 
memories. That certainly applies to Oatly's "Wow, no cow". 


Harry Wallop is a consumer journalist and broadcaster. 
Follow him on Twitter @hwallop Sathnam Sanghera is away 
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